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Event/Documentation: VISITATION AND PROVINCIAL CHAPTER
OF NIGERIA EAST
(July-August 1 981 )

The Provincial Chapter of Nigeria East was held
from 2 to 26 August, and in connection with it the
Province was visited by Fr. GENERAL (for one
month) and by two of his Assistants, Frs. EZEONYIA and BEVAN (for two months). On their return, Fr. GENERAL and Fr. BEVAN spoke to SPIRIT AN NEWS about their impressions, and the following article is a composite summary of these.
The Province is not very well known to the Congregation as a whole, but, as the fastest growing
Province, it certainly deserves to be. It is different not only from the 'old' Provinces but also from
the African Districts and even the African Foundations. and can be understood only in its own context, with both its dynamism and its conservatism.
N.8.: SPIRITAN NEWS has several times before spoken about
the Province, though not at such great length. (Cf. , especially,
no. 23, p. 2 ; no. 34, pp. 2 and 3 ; no. 36, p. 4 ; no. 37, p. 4).

enues, a large infrastructure has been set up: roads, bridges,
electricity, water supply, schools, hospitals. . . But expectations are so high that it is difficult for the structures to
keep pace with them.

... but threatened by its own dynamism ...
The enthusiasm of the early days of the oil boom has given way to disenchantment. It had been hoped that large
quantities of oil would be sold at the highest possible
price. But international demand is falling, and prices with
it. There are fears now that there will not be enough money. It may not yet be the end of abundance, but it is
already a disappointment. The budget has to be constantly
reviewed and public projects scaled down. The production
of cocoa for export is falling, and the import of foreign foodstuffs is on the rise. The inflation rate is high and, coupled
with disparities in earnings, worries a large part of the population.

In a Federal Republic ...
The Republic of Nigeria is only the 14th largest African
country in area, but it is easily the largest in population . Censuses and estimates of its population vary from
60 to 100 million, the reality being probably about 80-85
million. Already a Federation in the British colonial period,
Nigeria is now a Federal Republic of 19 States, with more or
less tribal boundaries. The federal aspect is important for
the understanding of the past, present and, no doubt, future
problems of this young nation, which, on the economic level,
should be to Africa what Brazil could be in tomorrow' s Latin
America .

. . . in full economic expansion ...
The exploitation of oil resources has raised Nigeria in a
few years to se~ond place in Africa, and enabled it to provide for its own economic development. Thanks to oil rev-

:;tr

N I G E RI A
OISTR1cr

,-,til:Jl (?I'.:

.. . and by internal tensions . . .
Rivalry is only to be expected in a country of 19 States,
jealous of their prerogatives, and nearly 300 tribes, with the
three main ones (Hausas, lbos and Yorubas) vying for leadership. Of the five political parties, two form the government at present, with three in opposition. Parties tend_ to
be along tribal lines, with distrust of any o_ne gr'?up hold1,:i~
power, and alliances preserve a r~ther_frag1le nat!onal _equ1hbrium. There is a strong Islamic drive, especially m the
north, and Muslims claim legal privileges even in S~ates with
a Christian majority. The central Government tries to be
impartial and to grant aid evenhandedly to Christians and
Muslims. A new capital, Abuja, in more or less ·neutral·
territory in the centre of the country, is being built, and the
Government should move there in 1982-83.

... a remarkable people, proud of its Christianity ...
Nearly 70% of Nigeria's Catholics are in lboland, in the
south-east of the country. Irish Spiritans started working
there in 1885 and. though they were expelled at the end of
the Biafran war (there were 300 of them there when the war
broke out), their work has borne abundant fruit. The Province of Nigeria East was set up in 1976 (in the Archdioces!3
of Onitsha and the Dioceses of Enugu, Umuah1a, Owem,
Awka, Port-Harcourt and Orlu), and it remains strongly
marked by its Irish origins.
The Ibo people embraced the faith with extraordinary
generosity and made great sacrifices in breaking with a pagan past that had been so ':'uch part of i~s culture. The
mission cemetery at Aguleri provides a typical example of
the courage required : side by side are the graves of one of
the early missionaries and of King ldigo I, who, on his conversion. had to put away his wives and, by doing so.
renounce his throne. It is from the example of its early
Christians and catechists that the Ibo Church has drawn
strength through the years and has continued to develop
with astonishing vigour. Well before the civil war. the majority of its people were Catholic.
The civil, or Biafran, war ( 1967-70) also left its
mark. Losses in human lives were enormous, including
much of the region's elite. The post-war period has seen a
rush to rebuild, and also to gain university degrees. The
Church played an important role during the war,_ in seeking
and distributing relief aid, and this helps to explain the prestige it enjoys in a population that is larg!3IY Cath_oli~. The
Ibo Church is a Western-type Church and Is more mchned to
maintain what has proved its worth over the centuries than
to experiment with new forms of acculturation. Recognized
and firmly rooted in local structures, it is different from the
local Church in other parts of Nigeria. In Yoruba country,
where Catholics are in a minority, there is more experimentation and in northern Nigeria, in a Muslim milieu, the Church is
still 'further from the image of · Christendom · that exists in
lboland.

The Ibo Church is self-sufficient now in personnel and is
well on its way to becoming financially self-sufficient. It is
strongly hierarchical, with the Bishops holding the status of
important chiefs.
Priests and Sisters are also looked up to, and, if in many
African countries families tend to discourage vocations, this
is not true of lboland, where the consecration of one of its
members to God is looked upon as an honour for a family. Families foster and protect vocations, and the Christian
community as a whole helps priests and religious to remain
faithful to their vocation. "Even if I wanted to do wrong",
said a priest, "I wouldn't be able to, as the next day the
whole Legion of Mary would come to protest at my
door" . Great respect is shown to priests, but only if they
are faithful and do what is expected of them . .
The stress is on the Mass and the sacraments, and religious practice is strong and fervent. The faithful are generous in supporting the Church financially according to their
means, the better-off among them giving large sums for the
construction of buildings. The danger here is a tendency
towards a bourgeois type of Church, well known in older
Christian countries, in which the better-off have a privileged
place (seen, for instance, in the honours accorded, even at
liturgical functions, to papal and other Knights).

... and an original Province ...
It was necessary to recall this social context for a proper
understanding of the Province, which already counts 120
professed members, all Nigerian (1 Bishop, 58 priests, 58
scholastics, 3 Brothers), of whom 96 are under the age of

40.

The Province is limited geographically to the seven Dioceses mentioned above (see map). Relations are excellent
with the English confreres of the District of Makurdi and the
Canadians of Kwara-Benue, both to the north. Eventually all
three circumscriptions will probably form a single Province. Local candidates from the two Districts were originally directed rather to the West African Foundation, but the
trend is being reversed and in fact the young professed
members of the West African Foundation, mostly Ghanaian,
will now be doing their philosophy at the Nigeria-East house
of philosophy at lsienu. This close cooperation at the level
of formation will make for greater unity.
Some have expressed surprise at the Province's insistence on a junior scholasticate. Junior seminaries might be
expected in places where families do not encourage vocations, but this is not true of lboland. The reason for a junior
scholasticate is that the Province feels that the level of
instruction is higher in it than in the average school, and
examination results seem to bear this out.

... with its realism ...
From the very beginning the Province was far-sighted
enough to realize that it needed to train its own lead-

The participants at the recent
Provincial Chapter, with Bishop
OBIEFUNA of Awka, who had
come to officiate at a Requiem
Mass for Fr. Patrick KINNERK, a
long-time benefactor of the
Province as missionary and then
fund-raiser. Bishop OBIEFUNA
is flanked by Fr. GENERAL and
the new Provincial, Fr. James
OKOYE.
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ers. At least 20 of its members have done higher studies
abroad. While the theologians study at the Bigard regional
seminary, the house of philosophy, novitiate and juniora~e
are entirely staffed by the Province's own personnel. This
is entirely in line with Fr. Libermann's insistence on the ne~d
for trained formation personnel. Spiritans are present in
most parts of lboland and are well known in the local
Church. They are very conscious of the fact, though, that
they are not an auxiliary f?rce for t_he Ibo dioc~ses. There
are 13 of them in local parishes, mainly poor parishes or parishes attached to houses of formation; 15 are involved in
Provincial administration or formation; while 9 (the number
will grow rapidly from now on) are working outside ~he Province (in Zambia, Brazzaville, Makurdi, ldah and LokoJa).
Another aspect of the Province's re~[ism is its s~i:ise of
poverty. In thi~ powerJ'.ul Churc~ •. Sp1ritans are w1lh~g to
live poorly, making do with the mIm~um. For years, _in the
houses of formation, tables and chairs had to be continually
moved from one part of the house to another, according to
where they were needed. Several students would share the
same small room, without even what would be considered
essential elsewhere: a personal wardrobe and desk. When
Fr. GENERAL recently visited a parish, he was given presents of goats, hens, eggs, yams, and even -~00 Naira (~bout
$600). This was a windfal_l for the novI~Iat_e, ch_romcally
short as it is of money and with a Spartan diet m which IT!eat
is in short supply. To try to become more self-supportin~,
the house of philosophy has started a bakery and a farm, in
which both scholastics and teaching staff join in the work.
The building program is expensive but necessa!Y, a~d
the cost of living is high, so outside help Is still
needed. The theologians have no residence of their ow_n,
and live at the Bigard Seminary. The little help that the Sp1ritan • Cor Unum· fund can contribute is small indeed in proportion to the needs. This is a problem for the Congre~ation as a whole, and the same problem will soon be arising
for all the Foundations. If their vitality is to be supported by
adequate material structures, a new distribution of finances
in the Congregation ~ill be nece~sary. The ~r~vince of Nigeria East is urgently in nee~ of aid for ~ew buildings._ . Once
it has these, it is determined to achieve self-suff1c1ency,
within a year or two, for its normal running expenses.
The Provincial Chapter also ·took up the question of
Brothers. There are only three Nigerian Brothers, with two
more in the novitiate. It would certainly be a great help to
have Brothers qualified in construction work, carpentry, mechanical skills and so on. The Chapter reflected on the type
of Brother that should be encouraged, and the catechetical
and pastoral formation to be given them, so that they could
be religious animators too, as the 1980 General Chapter
requested.

... its dynamism . ..
Far from turning in on itself, the Province is decidedly
missionary in outlook, as are indeed the Ibo Bishops, who
have a strong desire to help _other C::hur?he~. . Some may
feel that going to a non-Ibo diocese m Nigeria Is not really
missionary. Shouldn't the missionary • leave his country·? On the other hand, one should remember the diversity that exists within the Federal Republic. The peoples constituting it are so different from each ot~er that to speak o! a
single nation is more an ideal than a reahty. To go as a missionary to Makurdi is really to go to ~noth~r peopl~. \bo
Spiritans are working in areas of really first evangellzat1on
in Makurdi and Lokoja, among non-Ibo people. It had been
decided that Nigeria East, like the older Provinces, would
have its own District or Districts. Although the 1980 General Chapter. (SL, 219) expressed reservations about this
system would it not be a mark of respect towards a Province th~t still has to affirm its own identity?

. . . its hospitality ...
African hospitality is well known and needs no praise
here. But on the recent visit of Fr. GENERAL and his Assis-

The House of Philosophy at /sienu.

tants, it was pushed to a remarkable degree. Wherever Fr.
GENERAL, Fr. BEV AN and Fr. O'TOOLE (the Principal Superior of Makurdi) went, special dishes were prepared for
them. In spite of a desire to limit themselves to local dishes, they were told: " You must have the type of food you
are accustomed to. We do not want you to fall ill". The
Nigerian Spiritans really ·adopted· their Visitors. At the end
of the Chapter, Ibo names were given them, making them
feel really part of the family, and they were given local regalia. Fr GENERAL received the name of EZE (Chief) ONWA
N'ETILI ORA /st (the moon that shines for all), Fr. BEVAN
ICHIE IFUNANYA (minister of charity) and Fr. EZEONYIA
ICHIE OBI NWANNE (minister of fraternity). From then on,
Fr. GENERAL was addressed only by his Ibo name.
After the election at which there was virtual unanimity on
the choice of the new Provincial, there was a spontaneous
and typically African expression of enthusiasm. One of the
participants, in full soutane and cincture, began to dance in
front of the others, while these clapped their hands rhythmically and soon joined him in the dance.

... and its problems .. .
Everything is not perfect, of course. Every medal has its
reverse side. When he leaves lboland, will the Nigerian
Spiritan find the privileged status of the priest that he knew
at home? The Church in lboland is flourishing at a time
when the Church as a whole is going through a difficult period, but is it certain that the boom will continue? Is there
sufficient reflection on contemporary problems? (It would
be easy to find money to build a large traditional-type Catholic school, but it is difficult to find it for a pastoral research
centre: CIWA, the projected Catholic Institute of West Africa at Port Harcourt, is finding it very difficult to get off the
ground). Young Catholics still practise their religion faithfully, even at university, but they can hardly fail to be affected
by the materialism of. the modern world. Will the flow of
vocations continue when the social prestige of the priest
diminishes? Some priests give thought to these problems,
but they seem to be still the exception. Among some of
the laity there is growing criticism about a clergy that is too
powerful and at times too rich.
There are also specifically Spiritan problems. The many
urgent needs to be met bring on overwork and dispersion,
to the detriment of community life. Nigerian Spiritans live
poorly, but this poverty itself is not without danger: it brings
on a feeling of insecurity, and this could lead to abuses that
have been met with in other Provinces.

The INFORMATION SERVICE has tried to present an
accurate picture of the Province of Nigeria East, with the
shadows as well as the lights. But the vitality of this
Province, its search for authentic community life, its
sense of poverty and hard work, its desire to be one with
the Congregation as a whole, its truly Spiritan missionary drive, its effort to clarify its priorities as quickly as
possible - all of this should cheer the Spiritan reader and
is good news for the future of the Congregation.
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NEWS
Publications

Canada

The General Council decided, on 25 Sept., that the four
1/Ds to be published in 1981-82 will deal with Formation
(October), Mission (January), the Constitutions (March), and
Priorities (May).

Fr. TRACHTLER visited Canada from 12 June to 3 July
(he was unable to be there for the Provincial Chapter in
August, at which Fr. GOBEIL was elected as the new Provincial). Of 62 Spiritans living in the Province, only 15 are
under the age of 60. The great distances separating confreres is a problem, but it is planned that there will be
monthly meetings within each of the three regions.

First Appointments
The Superior General and his Council have made first
appointments to the following circumscriptions for 1981:
ALTO JURUA
AMAZONIA
BRAZIL CENTRAL
BRAZIL SOUTH
BRAZIL SOUTH-WEST
ANGOLA
CAMEROON
KILIMANJARO
KW ARA-BENUE
MAKURDI
NIGERIA EAST
SIERRA LEONE
SOUTHERN AFRICA
ZAMBIA

PAKISTAN
PAPUA NEW GUINEA

1 from Brazil

1 from Brazil
1
1
1
1

from
from
from
from

Brazil
Germany
Brazil
Ireland

1
3
2
1
2
1
3
1
1
2
1

from
from
from
from
from
from
from
from
from
from
from

Angola
the W.A.F.
USA/E
Nigeria/E
England
Nigeria/E
Nigeria/E
Ireland
Ireland
Nigeria/E
the E.A.F.

The main priorities are missionary animation, vocations,
and Justice and Peace. The last Provincial Team did much
to revitalize the Province and give it new hope. One of the
Province's publications, the quarterly Dossiers Spiritains (5075 pages), is one of the most interesting in the Congregation
and of consistently high quality.
For those interested in becoming Spiritans, there are
three preparatory stages before the novitiate: a year during
which there is a monthly weekend (sometimes a week) at St.
Alexandre; a pratical experience of missionary work in Mexico for 2-3 months (cf. Spiritan News, no. 22), followed by a
year's reflection; then, those who feel attracted to Spiritan
life are invited to do a year's pre-novitiate course in one of
our communities. The novitiate itself is done at Farnham,
along with novices from the two U.S. Provinces and TransCanada.

Duquesne University

2 from Ireland
2 fro,m Ireland

On 23 April, Fr. Don NESTI, President of Duquesne University, announced his concrete plans for the Institute for
World Concerns that he had promised to set up on the occasion of his inauguration (cf. Spiritan News, no. 32). "For
the University", he said, "it may signal a revitalization of
mission - an attempt to redefine and newly express our purpose as an institute of higher learning".

1 from Ireland

Kilimanjaro

England
From 1 to 4 Sept., about 40 English Spiritans, including
missionaries home on leave, met at Upholland College, near
Liver-pool. This is the fourth year running that a Provincial
Assembly has been held. Apart from hearing a report on
the Province from the Provincial, Fr. HOLMES, the meeting
reflected on prayer and community life, with Fr. TRACHTLER, of the General Council, and Fr. GIROD, of Trinidad, as
animators. Fr. DUNDON, Provincial Councillor of Ireland,
also attended.

The District of Kilimanjaro (Tanzania) held its Chapter
from 22 to 27 June, with Fr. BEVAN representing the General Council. A two-page final text was voted, dealing with
three topics: Justice and Peace, Community Life, and Priorities. On Justice and Peace, it was decided that there would
be a District coordinator, that there would be constant selfevaluation on lifestyle and dealings with others, that the District would work for the conscientization of underprivileged
groups, and that it would try to bring Justice and Peace
issues to national forums for discussion. Several practical
suggestions were made for the improvement of communityand prayer-life. Among the main priorities were first evangelization, development of a missionary spirit in the Christian
communities, commitment to less favoured areas, and promotion of the East African Foundation.

Poland

Central African Republic

Fr. GENERAL visited Poland from 5 to 15 June, and Fr.
TRACHTLER from 10 to 23 September. The Province of
Poland now has 40 professed members, in five communities. The main community is in the suburbs 'of Bydgoszcz
and includes (with 6 Fathers, 1 Brother. 18 scholastics and 3
novices) the Provincial Administration, senior scholasticate,
novitiate and a parish. At Wloki, near Bydgoszcz, there is a
farm, with one Father and a Brother, and this may soon
become the novitiate. At Chojnice there is a house for
vocations work, with three Fathers and a Brother. The senior scholasticate used to be near the university at Puszczykowko, but this is now a retreat house for young people,
and a parish, with five Fathers and a Brother. At Cieladz,
south of Warsaw, there is a parish, with two Fathers and a
Brother. The average age of the 17 Fathers is 56, with 7
under 50 and 7 over 65. Of the 5 Brothers, 3 are over
65. It is only in the last few years that there has been a
concerted drive to rebuild the Province.

An · Assembly of the Catholic Church in the C.A.R. · will
be held in Bangui from 6 to 10 Jan. 1982. The Bishops'
Conference decided in June this year that 15 lay delegates
from each of the six dioceses would take part in the Assembly, which would deal especially with the history of the
Church in the country.

Our Dead
7 Sept.
Sept.
Sept.
Sept.
Oct.
4 Oct.
5 Oct.
10 Oct.

10
17
26
1

:
:
:
:
:

Br.
Fr.
Fr.
Fr.
Br.
Br.
Fr.
Fr.

Marie-Gerard KEATING (USA/E), 87.
Petrus VAN DEN BOGAARD (Holland), 63.
Jean MACHER (France), 79.
Charles TROTTER (USA/E), 68.
Pierre-Claver WEYH (France), 76.
Remigius KNET (USA/E), 71.
Marius MUDRY (Switzerland), 63.
Paul BERNIER (France), 67.
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